6           EXPLORATION  AND   DEFINITIONS

time-honored boundaries strikes us as a major heresy, like the
confusion of the Three Powers in the Constitutional State. It
would be well to remember that departments were made for
man, and not man for departments. Above all, we should bear
in mind that "time-honored" divisions are, in certain cases,
surprisingly recent. In the long perspective of history, the
study of literature from a strictly national point of view is a
thing of yesterday. For centuries, the accepted approach was
through the Humanities, that is to say through the Greek
and Latin classics. When the present writer was a high-school
boy in France, the same master taught French, Latin and
Greek: the three formed a single whole. This long tradition is
fading, but it has not completely disappeared. If Latin is still
so extensively studied in America, it is not for utilitarian pur-
poses, and not even for its very great intrinsic merits, but as
the keystone of our culture. Latin may no longer be the in*
dispensable bond among the nations 5 but few will deny that
the disruption of Europe's spiritual unity involves a tragic loss.

The division of literature into separate language depart-
ments is defended on the plea that definite knowledge demands
specialization. It is hard enough to know, accurately and inti-
mately, a single literature, and that our own; it is out of the
question even for a prodigy to take all literature as his domain.
Such an attempt can lead only to shallowness, concealed at best
under a pleasing film of generalities. As Professor C. H, C*
Wright of Harvard put it with good-humored banter, the
study of World Literature is apt to be "a breathless attempt
to keep up with God and H. G. Wells."

This indicates a danger, not a radical impossibility, I *agree
with the professional scholars: the age of encyclopedic geniuses
is past. But we must specialize far more than the depart-
mental division would indicate. It is in fact impossible to know
everything about a single literature. JS[o jnan is expected to be
a first-hand authority on Beowulf and James^ycepextremCi
links in an enormous chain. In all cases, there must be selec-
tion, renunciation, and finally a confession of ignorance. We